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In 2016, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors established the Los Angeles County Women 

and Girls Initiative (WGI) to examine systemic issues that lead to inequitable gender outcomes and 

improvements to enhance the quality of life for women and girls in the county. The mission of the 

Women and Girls Initiative is to establish Los Angeles County as a leader in creating opportunities 

and improving outcomes for all women and girls. Thus, the WGI is working on conducting a 

countywide study of the unique ways in which women and girls are impacted by the policies, programs, 

services, collaborations and other actions undertaken by the county.  
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At-promise: A term used to shift the culture of using a deficit lens to view youth from historically 

marginalized communities. This term acknowledges the potential that these youth have, employing a 

strengths-based approach.1    

Black people:  Individuals who have origins in any of the Black racial groups. Black people who live 

in America but are from other parts of the world other than Africa may not identify as African-

American. However, these individuals may still consider ôBlackõ to be their identity; thus, this report 

uses Black rather than African American to avoid conflating racial/ethnic identity with nationality or 

country of origin. 

Indigenous: refers to the notion of a place-based human ethnic culture that has not migrated from 

its homeland and is not a settler or colonial population. 

Intersectional: òA concept that can be used to understand how systemic injustice and social inequality 

occur on a multidimensional basis. Intersectionality holds that the classical conceptualizations of 

oppression within societyñsuch as racism, sexism, classism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, 

xenophobia and belief-based bigotryñdo not act independently of each other. Intersectionality 

proposes that all aspects of one's identity need to be examined as simultaneously interacting with each 

other and affecting one's privilege and perception in society, and that these facets of identity cannot 

simply be observed separately.ó2 

LAC: Los Angeles County  

LACOE: Los Angeles County Office of Education  

LAUSD: Los Angeles Unified School District  

PSA: Pupil Services and Attendance Counselors  

PSW: Psychiatric Social Worker 

Restorative Justice: Restorative justice views crime as more than breaking the law ð it also causes 

harm to people, relationships, and the community.3 It is a theory of justice that emphasizes repairing 

 
1 Tom§s A. Magana, òWhy ôAt-Promiseõ Youth are Good for Global Health,ó FACES for the Future Coalition, 

https://facesforthefuture.org/why-at-promise-youth-are-good-for-global-health/. 
2 Tpok Achivist, òIntersectionality,ó (October, 2017), https://www.tpok.network/glossary/intersectionality/. 
3 Center for Justice and Reconciliation, òLesson 1: What is Restorative Justice?ó (2021), 

http://restorativejustice.org/restorative-justice/about-restorative-justice/tutorial-intro-to-restorative-justice/lesson-1-
what-is-restorative-justice/#sthash.kVPgJVoo.dpbs.  

Glossary of Key Terms 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Injustice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_inequality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sexism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ableism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homophobia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transphobia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xenophobia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xenophobia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bigotry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Privilege_(social_inequality)
http://restorativejustice.org/restorative-justice/about-restorative-justice/tutorial-intro-to-restorative-justice/lesson-1-what-is-restorative-justice/#sthash.kVPgJVoo.dpbs
http://restorativejustice.org/restorative-justice/about-restorative-justice/tutorial-intro-to-restorative-justice/lesson-1-what-is-restorative-justice/#sthash.kVPgJVoo.dpbs
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the harm caused while also acknowledging the complexities and root causes that led to the harm, as 

well as centering the individual that is harmed by ensuring that their social-emotional needs are met.  

School-to-Prison Pipeline: The school-to-prison pipeline is a disturbing national trend wherein 

children are funneled out of public schools and into the juvenile and criminal justice systems. Many 

of these children have learning disabilities or histories of poverty, abuse, or neglect, and would benefit 

from additional educational and counseling services. Instead, they are isolated, punished, and pushed 

out.4 

Transformative Justice: A series of practices and philosophies designed to create change in social 

systems. Mostly, they are alternatives to criminal justice in cases of interpersonal violence, or are used 

for dealing with socioeconomic issues in societies transitioning away from conflict or repression. 

Truancy: The California Legislature defined a truant in very precise language. In summary, it states 

that a student missing more than 30 minutes of instruction without an excuse three times during the 

school year must be classified as a truant and reported to the proper school authority.5 

WGI: Los Angeles County Women and Girls Initiative 

Zero-tolerance-policy: Zero-tolerance policies were written in the 1990s and require school officials 

to give students a specific, consistent, and harsh punishment, usually suspension or expulsion, when 

certain rules are broken. The punishment applies regardless of the circumstances, the reasons for the 

behavior (such as self-defense), or the studentõs history of disciplinary problems.6 

 

 

 

  

 
4 ACLU, òSchool-to-Prison Pipeline,ó (2020), https://www.aclu.org/issues/racial-justice/race-and-inequality-

education/school-prison-pipeline, Hereafter abbreviated ACLU.  
5 California Department of Education, òTruancy,ó (January, 2021), https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/ai/tr/.  
6 Shared Justice, òZero-Tolerance Policies and the School to Prison Pipelineó (January, 2018), 

https://www.sharedjustice.org/domestic-justice/2017/12/21/zero-tolerance-policies-and-the-school-to-prison-pipeline.  

https://www.aclu.org/issues/racial-justice/race-and-inequality-education/school-prison-pipeline
https://www.aclu.org/issues/racial-justice/race-and-inequality-education/school-prison-pipeline
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/ai/tr/
https://www.sharedjustice.org/domestic-justice/2017/12/21/zero-tolerance-policies-and-the-school-to-prison-pipeline
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The school-to-prison pipeline describes school policies and practices that hinder a student's 

educational experience with no safety net to support their success. In the U.S., girls are becoming the 

fastest growing juvenile justice population.7 Black girls experience adverse childhood experiences 

(ACEs) at rates higher than their white peers and also receive a disproportionate rate of out-of-school 

suspensions starting as early as preschool.8 There is a compelling need to analyze school discipline and 

holistic support policies to increase the wellness of Black girls.  

This project is working with the Los Angeles County Women and Girls Initiative (WGI) to investigate 

these concerns. WGI was established by the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisions in 2016 to 

examine systemic issues that lead to inequitable gender outcomes. The WGI has tasked our group 

with investigating the school-to-prison pipeline in Los Angeles County to offer policy 

recommendations to dismantle the problem and enhance the wellness of Black girls. This Applied 

Policy Project (APP) explores the following question: What equitable interventions can be 

recommended to LACOE to address disciplinary bias and holistic care policies to divert Black Girls 

from the school-to-prison pipeline? This APP utilized a mixed-methods assessment for research 

purposes. We analyzed quantitative county-level data through the California Department of Education 

public datasets, which offered insight into school performance, including graduation rates, 

suspensions, and expulsions to allow for an intersectional analysis. Additionally, major stakeholders 

provided us with insight about the need for holistic support and successful Restorative Justice (RJ) 

implementation, and the pitfalls of punitive discipline policies that were considered when determining 

policy recommendations. 

Black girls in Los Angeles County (LAC) are suspended at a rate disproportionately higher than their 

enrollment rate.9 Data indicates that the suspension rate for high school girls enrolled in LACOE 

schools has been increasing. Although Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) has reduced 

total suspensions, racial disparities persist, similar to disparities those seen in LACOE. Black girls are 

suspended for òdefianceó and òviolence without injuryó at rates higher than their peers. Literature 

review and qualitative interviews revealed that Black girls are perceived as more mature and 

aggressive.10  

 
7 National Council on Crime and Delinquency Center for Girls and Young Women, òA Call for Gender Equity for Girls 
in the Juvenile Justice Systemó (November 2008), 1, http://bit.ly/1bKNQie .  
8 U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights, ò2013-2014 Civil rights data collection: Key data highlights on 
equity and opportunity gaps in our nationõs public schools,ó (2016, June), 2, 
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/crdc-2013-14.html. 
9 T.J. Sladky, W. Kang, & C. Puzzanchera,òEasy Access to Juvenile Populations: 1990-2019,ó (2020), https://www.ojjdp. 
gov/ojstatbb/ezapop/.  
10 Phillip Atiba Goff, Matthew Christian Jackson, Brooke Allison Lewis Di Leone, Carmen Marie Culotta, Natalie Ann 
DiTomasso, òThe essence of innocence: Consequences of dehumanizing black children,ó Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, (2014), 526ð545, Hereafter abbreviated EI.  

Executive Summary 

http://bit.ly/1bKNQie
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To address our findings, we recommend employing holistic care support staff such as, Pupil Service 

and Attendance Counselors (PSA) and Psychiatric Social Workers (PSW), Parent/Guardian Liaisons, 

and Restorative Justice Coordinators. We also recommend that School Site Councils within LACOE 

redefine defiance and violence without injury policies to avoid ambiguity and bias, that 

disproportionately affects Black girls in Los Angeles County.  

The most substantial barrier to these policies is the financial feasibility to employ holistic care 

professionals. We believe these professionals would increase equity by reducing the use of punitive 

discipline as a response to unmet social needs. We recommend the Board of Supervisors explore these 

options to increase funding to schools for these policy recommendations.  

 

School to prison pipeline for girls & women 

Black girls experience bias inside and outside the classroom, contributing to decreased educational 

opportunities,11  increased severity and frequency of discipline,12 decreased graduation rates13 and 

consequently increased early justice involvement.14 These experiences culminate in girls becoming the 

fastest growing juvenile justice population, further exacerbated by school policies that perpetuate the 

school-to-prison pipeline.15  School-to-prison pipeline is a term that describes school policies and 

practices that hinder a student's educational experience with no safety net to support their success. 

This journey is both isolating and punitive. Students are punished and pushed out of the traditional 

classroom into alternative education for not meeting school standards. As a result, students are 

funneled into the school-to-prison pipeline, which strongly correlates with long-term adverse 

outcomes, especially for Black girls. 

  

 
11 Susan D. Cochran, Michelle Fine, Sam Gaertner, James M. Jones, Rudolfo Mendoza-Denton, Margaret Shih, and 

Derald Wing Sue, òDual pathways to a better America: Preventing discrimination and promoting diversity,ó in American 
Psychological Association (Presidential Task Force on Preventing Discrimination and Promoting Diversity, Washington, 
DC, 2012), https://www.apa.org/pubs/info/reports/dual-pathways-report.pdf, Hereafter abbreviated DP. 
12 Jamilia Blake, Bettie Ray Butler, Alicia Darensbourg, and Chance Lewis, òUnmasking the Inequitable Discipline 

Experiences of Urban Black Girls: Implications for Urban Educational Stakeholders,ó in Urban Review: Issues and 
Ideas in Public Education, v43 n1, (Mar 2011), 90-106.   
13 Clive Belfield, Henry Levin, Peter Muennig, and Cecilia Rouse, òThe Costs and Benefits of an Excellent Education for 

All of Americaõs Childrenó (New York, Teachers College Columbia University, October, 2006), 4, 
https://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2008/01/cost-and-ben.pdf, Hereafter abbreviated CB. 
14 Walter S. Gilliam, & Chin C. Reyes, òTeacher decision-making factors that lead to preschool expulsion: Scale 

development and preliminary validation of the preschool expulsion risk measure,ó (2016), Manuscript submitted for 
review. 
15 National Council on Crime and Delinquency Center for Girls and Young Women, òA Call for Gender Equity for 

Girls in the Juvenile Justice Systemó (November 2008), 1, http://bit.ly/1bKNQie .  

Introduction  

https://www.apa.org/pubs/info/reports/dual-pathways-report.pdf
https://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2008/01/cost-and-ben.pdf
http://bit.ly/1bKNQie
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Schools, as institutions, undoubtedly play a crucial role in the development of a child, and for better 

or worse, greatly influence the trajectory of children. School disciplinary policies have a substantial 

impact on children.16  Therefore, examining how the disciplinary actions of schools can translate into 

juvenile incarceration is of great importance. The Guns Free Policy Act passed in 1994 mandated a one-

year out-of-school suspension for kids who bring weapons to school. However, the definition of what 

is considered a weapon has become more broadly defined, resulting in more suspensions and 

expulsions.17  The No Child Left Behind Act incentivized higher test scores, and lower-performing 

students have been pushed out of school to increase overall school performance.18 Lack of school 

funding results in overcrowded classrooms with under supported teachers, which increases the odds 

of disciplinary action.19 Enforcement of zero-tolerance-like school disciplinary policies has increased 

the number of students sent home for minor infractions.20  The introduction of school police officers 

expedites juvenile introduction into the judicial system.21  

 

Lower graduation rates increase the risk of incarceration, predicts worse health 

outcomes, and increases health care costs  

A study looking at the effect of graduation rates on crime using an economic model demonstrated 

that a 1% reduction in high school dropouts per year would have a total social savings of as much as 

$1.4 billion, or about $2,100 per additional high school graduate.22  

 

In addition to increased rates of justice involvement, failure to graduate also contributes to worse 

health outcomes.23 Educational attainment correlates with the use of health care benefits annually; 

furthermore, lack of high school education bears the highest health care cost while having a college 

education bears the lowest.24 An analysis of the potential reduced cost associated with increased 

graduation rates is estimated in Figure 1.  The effect graduation has on decreasing healthcare costs 

offers additional benefits for Black girls. These trends persist across all ages throughout their lifetime, 

 
16 TS, 617. 
17 Dara Lind, and Libby Nelson, òThe school to prison pipeline, explained,ó Justice Policy Institute, (February, 2015), 
http://www.justicepolicy.org/news/8775, Hereafter abbreviated DL.  
18 ACLU.  
19 ACLU. 
20 ACLU. 
21 ACLU. 
22 Lance Lochner and Enrico Moretti, òThe Effect of Education on Crime: Evidence from Prison Inmates, Arrests, and 
Self-Reportsó in American Economic Review 94(1), (2004), 155-189, 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/4901649_The_Effect_of_Education_on_Crime_Evidence_from_Prison_In
mates_Arrests_and_Self-Reports. 
23 Clive Belfield, Henry Levin, Peter Muennig, and Cecilia Rouse, òThe Costs and Benefits of an Excellent Education for 
All of Americaõs Childrenó (New York, Teachers College Columbia University, October, 2006), 4, 
https://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2008/01/cost-and-ben.pdf, Hereafter abbreviated CB. 
24 CB, 9-10.  

http://www.justicepolicy.org/news/8775
https://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2008/01/cost-and-ben.pdf
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demonstrating lifelong graduation benefits, with Black women having the most significant benefits of 

lifetime savings per expected high school graduate.25  

 

Figure 1:  Lifetime Total Public Health Savings Per Expected High School 

Graduate 

 Male Female 

WHITE  $27,900 $39,600 

BLACK $52,100 $62,700 

HISPANIC  $37,800 $46,500 

OTHER  $39,000 $49,200 

AVERAGE $40,500 

 

 

Furthermore, in addition to the increased cost of healthcare, these differences reflect poorer health in 

non-graduates as measured by quality of life years (QALY), upholding the positive correlation with 

the amount of education and better outcomes.26  Looking at graduation rates as a potential node of 

intervention may offer great promise to interrupt racial disparities of justice involvement, improve 

health outcomes, and reduce healthcare costs.  

 

Suspensions contribute to lower graduation rates  

Recognizing the lifetime public health benefits that graduation has on society and individuals, it is 

essential to investigate variables implicated in graduating. A negative correlation exists between 

suspensions and graduation rates, with increased suspensions leading to decreased graduations.27 One 

study found the impact of suspension reduced the likelihood of graduation by 23%.28 Given the 

significant link between suspensions and graduation rates, it is critical to examine factors related to 

suspensions and disparities in discipline.  

 
25 CB, 11-12. 
26 CB, 11. 
27 Robert Balfanz, Liza Herzog, and Douglas J. Mac Iver, òPreventing student disengagement and keeping students on 
the graduation track in high-poverty middle-grades schools: Early identification and effective interventions,ó in 
Educational Psychologist 42, (December 20007), 223-235.   
28 Floridaõs Multitiered System of Supports, òEffects of Suspension on Student Outcomes,ó Florida Department of 
Education and the University of South Florida, https://floridarti.usf.edu/resources/factsheets/suspension.pdf. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/author/BALFANZ%2C+ROBERT
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There are racial disparities in suspension rates in California 

In California, there has been a well-documented disparity in days lost due to suspension across race.29  

The UCLA Civil Rights Project, demonstrates that it is still present and significant even though the gap 

is narrowing.  Moreover, there is well established literature highlighting that potential contributors to 

these racial inequities may include inconsistent and biased implementation of disciplinary practices,30 

under-resourced programs,31 and insufficient teacher training to remedy these biases.32 

 

Bias contributes to racial disparities in discipline  

A 2012 report from the American Psychological Association task force on preventing discrimination 

and promoting diversity, described how deeply engrained implicit biases are within individuals and 

institutions.33 Implicit bias research has suggested that individuals may unconsciously or automatically 

behave or make decisions based on prejudice and stereotypes.34  For example, a study by Okonofua 

et al. in 2015 examined the impact of student race on teacher perceptions and recommended 

discipline.35 The study found there was an increase in recommendations favoring more severe 

punishment for Black students from the first to the second infraction, when compared to white peers 

for the same behavior. Furthermore, Black students were also more likely to be labeled a 

"troublemaker" and thought to be more likely to misbehave in the future. Black students' behaviors 

were more likely to be perceived as a pattern by the teachers even though the behavior's description 

was identical to the white students. Teachers were asked to predict how likely they were to suspend a 

student in the future based on these behaviors, and teachers were more likely to suspend Black 

 
29 Daniel J. Losen and Kacy Martin, òThe Unequal Impact of Suspension on the Opportunity to Learn in CA,ó The Civil 
Rights Project, (September, 2018), 1-4,  https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/school-
discipline/the-unequal-impact-of-suspension-on-the-opportunity-to-learn-in-
ca/Suspension_Impact_California_2018_R6.pdf, Hereafter abbreviated CRP. 
30 Susan D. Cochran, Michelle Fine, Sam Gaertner, James M. Jones, Rudolfo Mendoza-Denton, Margaret Shih, and 
Derald Wing Sue, òDual pathways to a better America: Preventing discrimination and promoting diversity,ó in American 
Psychological Association (Presidential Task Force on Preventing Discrimination and Promoting Diversity, Washington, 
DC, 2012), https://www.apa.org/pubs/info/reports/dual-pathways-report.pdf, Hereafter abbreviated DP. 
31 Maria Accavitti, Walter S. Gilliam, Angela N. Maupin, Chin R. Reyes, Frederick Shic, òDo Early Educatorsõ Implicit 
Biases Regarding Sex and Race Relate to Behavior Expectations and Recommendations of Preschool Expulsions and 
Suspensions?ó Yale University Child Study Center, (September, 2016), 
https://medicine.yale.edu/childstudy/zigler/publications/Preschool%20Implicit%20Bias%20Policy%20Brief_final_9_2
6_276766_5379_v1.pdf, Hereafter abbreviated YU.  
32 Anne Gregory, Pedro A. Noguera, and Russell J. Skiba, òThe achievement gap and the discipline gap: Two sides of the 
same coin?ó in Educational Researcher, 39(1), (2010), 59ð68. 
33 DP. 
34 Kelly Capatosto, Danya Contractor, Cheryl Staats, and Robin A. Wright, òState of the science: Implicit bias review 
2015,ó Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity (Columbus, OH, 2015), 
http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/implicit-bias-training/resources/2015-implicit-bias-review.pdf. 
35 Jason A. Okonofua, Jennifer L. Eberhardt, and J.A., Gregory M. Walton, òA vicious cycle: A social-psychological 
account of extreme racial disparities in school discipline,ó in Perspectives on Psychological Science, 11, (2016), 381-398, 
Hereafter abbreviated VC. 

https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/school-discipline/the-unequal-impact-of-suspension-on-the-opportunity-to-learn-in-ca/Suspension_Impact_California_2018_R6.pdf
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/school-discipline/the-unequal-impact-of-suspension-on-the-opportunity-to-learn-in-ca/Suspension_Impact_California_2018_R6.pdf
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/school-discipline/the-unequal-impact-of-suspension-on-the-opportunity-to-learn-in-ca/Suspension_Impact_California_2018_R6.pdf
https://www.apa.org/pubs/info/reports/dual-pathways-report.pdf
https://medicine.yale.edu/childstudy/zigler/publications/Preschool%20Implicit%20Bias%20Policy%20Brief_final_9_26_276766_5379_v1.pdf
https://medicine.yale.edu/childstudy/zigler/publications/Preschool%20Implicit%20Bias%20Policy%20Brief_final_9_26_276766_5379_v1.pdf
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students. This perception of a pattern alone predicts an increased likelihood of suspension in the 

future. It is important to remember these were relatively minor infractions that led to this labeling and 

prediction. This study also highlights many targets to reduce bias while disciplining.  

 

Studies indicate that Black girl's behavior is interpreted differently by adults. For example, there is 

evidence of harsher school discipline for Black girls compared with female peers from other 

racial/ethnic groups.36 Society exacerbates this disparity by viewing Black girls as more knowledgeable 

about adult topics, including sex, and believing that Black girls require a less nurturing and supportive 

environment.37 Racial bias includes seeing Black girls as troublemakers,38  as more culpable, and less 

innocent.39 Research also supports that a significant predictor of a teacher's plans to expel a 

preschooler is the degree to which the teacher believes the child will pose a danger to other children 

and racial bias in the interpretation of aggression.40  Thus, the racial prejudice that contributes to the 

negative perception of a Black girlõs behavior may have devastating implications in perpetuating and 

maintaining the disparate suspensions we see in Black children.41 

Our Client: The Women & Girls Initiative (WGI)  

In 2016, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors established the Los Angeles County Women 

and Girls Initiative (WGI) to examine systemic issues that lead to inequitable gender outcomes and 

make recommendations to improve women and girls' quality of life. The WGI is conducting a 

countywide study of the unique ways the policies, programs, services, and collaboration of the county 

impact women and girls. In this way, WGI strives to enhance equity and justice, increase leadership 

opportunities and capacity, and create innovative pathways and partnerships. Periodically, the WGI 

provides the Board of Supervisors with detailed reports summarizing their progress and 

recommendations for action. While WGI does not have the ability to directly implement our policy 

recommendations, they work with the Board of Supervisors who have the discretion to adopt or adjust 

recommendations.  

 

Additionally, one of the challenges our client experiences is that their initiative, by design, is winding 

down in early 2022, so the timeline for deliverables is rapidly approaching.  More significantly, as noted 

previously, the LAC Board of Supervisors has no direct authority over individual school districts 

within LAC. However, WGI will provide recommendations to the LAC Board of Supervisors, who 

 
36 Jamilia Blake, Bettie Ray Butler, Alicia Darensbourg, and Chance Lewis, òUnmasking the Inequitable Discipline 
Experiences of Urban Black Girls: Implications for Urban Educational Stakeholders,ó in Urban Review: Issues and 
Ideas in Public Education, v43 n1, (Mar 2011), 90-106.   
37 Jamilia J. Blake, Rebecca Epstein, and Thalia Gonz§lez, òGirlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black Girlsõ 
Childhood,ó Center on Poverty and Inequality: Georgetown Law, 4-5, https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-
inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupted.pdf. 
38 VC. 
39 EI, 528. 
40 Walter S. Gilliam, & Chin C. Reyes, òTeacher decision-making factors that lead to preschool expulsion: Scale 
development and preliminary validation of the preschool expulsion risk measure,ó (2016), Manuscript submitted for 
review. 
41 YU. 



 

 13 

can act on the proposals specific to LA County Office of Education (LACOE) schools. Further, 

LACOE does have some influence over school districts in LAC, and there is publicly available data 

for the entire county which can be used in this assessment. One additional consideration is that the 

creation of WGI predates the pandemic, which led to further challenges and reprioritization of 

pandemic response and distance learning. Ultimately, this Applied Policy Project provides 

recommendations for diversion programs specifically for Black girls attending schools within the Los 

Angeles County Office of Education (LACOE) service area as they return to in-person instruction. 

While discipline policies impact a myriad of outcomes for Black girls, our client asked that we focus 

on the inequities in school policies that contribute to early justice involvement of Black girls. 

Policy Question  

What equitable interventions can be recommended to LACOE to address disciplinary bias and holistic 

care policies to divert Black Girls from the school-to-prison pipeline?  

  



 

 14 

  

Background 
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Restorative Justice  
Restorative Justice (RJ) practices have been used to disrupt the school to prison pipeline. Restorative 

justice is defined as a process that involves those who have a stake in a specific offense.42 These 

stakeholders collectively identify and address harms, needs, and obligations to heal. These practices 

provide us with tools to resolve conflict. Indigenous communities have historically incorporated 

peacemaking principles central to restorative healing practices. According to Indigenous traditions and 

lifeways, this is reflected every day in connection with oneself, oneõs community, and nature.43 In 

practice, RJ aims to build community and restore relationships where conflict has caused harm. This 

practice can promote and strengthen positive school culture by promoting pro-social relationships 

that improve the school community as demonstrated in Figure 2.  

 

 

 
42 Howard Zehr, òThe little book of restorative justice: Revised and updated,ó Simon and Schuster, (2015). 
43 Courtney Marsh, òHonoring the global indigenous roots of restorative justice: potential restorative approaches for 
child welfare,ó Center for the Study of Social Policy, (2019), https://cssp.org/2019/11/honoring-the-global-indigenous-
roots-of-restorative-justice/. 
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RJ is more effective than traditional punitive discipline  

A literature review of RJ's quantitative evidence in U.S. K-12 schools indicated many advantages to 

RJ over traditional punitive policies.44 Specifically, there is evidence suggesting that RJ effectively 

reduces the Black and White discrepancy in punitive discipline. Furthermore, in numerous school-

based studies where RJ programs were in practice, there were decreased referrals to the administrator's 

office.45 Teachers and students at these schools felt more respected than before the implementation 

of RJ. When teachers regularly used emotional communication as part of an RJ approach, they were 

rated as more effective. These teachers also had less of a racial disparity in their referrals out of the 

classroom than teachers who used emotional communication less frequently. 

 

In Denver, Colorado, schools that implemented RJ reported their suspension rates dropped, and their 

racial disparity in Black versus White Students also decreased.46  At schools where RJ was practiced, 

students also had significantly improved peer relationships and attachment and enhanced school 

connectedness.47  

 

 

Another program titled Real Talk 4 Girls was designed and implemented with Black girls.  This 

program's randomized control trial demonstrated that girls who participated had increases in social 

problem solving and increased measured prosocial behavior compared to their age-matched control 

peers.48 Restorative Justice effectively reduces the racial disparity in punitive discipline, decreasing 

referrals out of class, increasing teacher respect, improving relationships, improving social problem 

solving, and prosocial behavior.  

  

In response to emerging evidence of racial disparities for suspensions, especially for defiance, Los 

Angeles Unified School District banned willful defiance as a cause for suspension in 2013.49  Their 

suspensions dropped off significantly in all categories after RJ implementation as evident by Figure 

3.50 For this reason, we examined Los Angeles Unified as a case study for our project to understand 

this policy's implementation better. 

 

 
44 Sean Darling-Hammond, Trevor A. Fronius, Sarah Guckenburg, Nancy Hurley, and Hannah Sutherland, 
òEffectiveness of Restorative Justice in US K-12 Schools: a Review of Quantitative Research,ó Contemp School Psychol 24, 
295ð308 (2020), 303, Hereafter abbreviated ERJ.  
45 ERJ, 303. 
46 ERJ, 303. 
47 ERJ, 304. 
48 ERJ, 304.  
49 Teresa Watanabe, òL.A. Unified bans suspension for ôwillful defiance,õó Los Angeles Times, (May, 2013), 
https://www.latimes.com/local/la-xpm-2013-may-14-la-me-lausd-suspension-20130515-story.html. 
50 Shawna De La Rosa, òLAUSD suspensions down 75% in wake of willful defiance banó in K-12 Dive, (December, 
2019), https://www.k12dive.com/news/lausd-suspensions-down-75-in-wake-of-willful-defiance-ban/569217/. 
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 51 

An important finding from the UCLA civil rights project showed that schools did not see a parallel 

increase in dangerous, illegal, or other serious behaviors during the decrease in suspensions for 

defiance.52 This finding indicates that the intervention was safe and effective in reducing days of 

education lost due to suspension. EdReports data for LAUSD from 2013 - 2019 demonstrated a 75% 

drop in overall suspensions and less racial disparity in suspensions. These changes occurred after the 

implementation of a policy barring suspensions for willful defiance.53  The Figure 4 below, adapted 

from a guide for educators, offers explicit alternatives to a zero-tolerance education system, reflecting 

what it could look like to substitute and implement a restorative practice-based education system.  

 

 
51 Carolyn Jones, òL.A. Unifiedõs ban on willful defiance suspensions, six years later: Some schools report dramatic 
improvements in campus culture,ó in EdSource, (December, 2019), https://edsource.org/2019/how-l-a-unifieds-ban-
on-willful-defiance-suspensions-turned-out-six-years-later/620949,Hereafter abbreviated CJ. 
52 CRP, 5. 
53 CJ. 
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54  

This report uses LAUSD as a case study to investigate which discipline policies can be adopted to 

improve LACOEõs disciplinary policies to divert Black girls from the school-to-prison pipeline. We 

chose LAUSD since it is the largest school district within LACOE and it is the second largest school 

district in the nation servicing over half a million students, with 83.4% being students of color.55 

LAUSD has been practicing RJ since 2013, when it adopted the School Climate Bill of Rights 

(Appendix 1). LAUSD committed to implementing RJ practices in all schools by 2020.56  

 
54 òRestorative Practices: Fostering Healthy Relationships & Promoting Positive Discipline in Schools A Guide for 
Educators,ó 5, http://schottfoundation.org/sites/default/files/restorative-practices-guide.pdf.  
55 Los Angeles Regional Adult Education Consortium (LAREC), òAbout Los Angeles Unified School District,ó (2018), 
https://laraec.net/los-angeles-unified-school-district/.  
56 òBoard Resolution 2013 School Discipline Policy and School Climate Bill of Rights,ó (May, 2013), 
https://achieve.lausd.net/cms/lib/CA01000043/Centricity/Domain/770/LAUSD%20Bill%20of%20Rights_Secondary
.pdf. 

http://schottfoundation.org/sites/default/files/restorative-practices-guide.pdf
https://laraec.net/los-angeles-unified-school-district/
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Every four years voters in Los Angeles county elect the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors, a 

group of five individuals who jointly govern Los Angeles County. The Board of Supervisors appoints 

the Los Angeles County Superintendent and County Board of Education. The County Superintendent 

oversees the County Board of Education who establishes policies for the Los Angeles County Office 

of Education which governs 29 schools, with 19 having publicly available data for high school girls. 

Of these 19 schools 4 are juvenile justice related. The Figure 5 below visually displays this structural 

organization.57  

 

 

 

Los Angeles County has 80 school districts and 12 community college districts that operate 

autonomously with their own district-level Board of Education who manages the district budget and 

sets district policies. The only exception to this autonomous operation, is in matters pertaining to 

interdistrict attendance appeals, school district boundary changes, and expulsion appeals, which is 

 
57 Los Angeles County Office of Education, òVirtual Board Meeting 
Los Angeles County Board of Education,ó (April, 2021), https://www.lacoe.edu/Board-of-Education.  

https://www.lacoe.edu/Board-of-Education
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controlled by the Los Angeles County-Level Board of Education. This makes WGI uniquely able to 

take action on these issues, since they provide recommendations to the LAC Board of Supervisors 

who oversee LACOE; the entity directly involved in countywide disciplinary policies. 

Considering the complexities of the organizational structure of public education within LAC, we 

decided to reflect on the key stakeholders to ensure that all of these voices were represented and that 

their insight and expertise would inform our policy recommendations. Below is a figure representing 

that.  
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We are interested in identifying policies to improve wellness of Black girls in LACOE, with a specific 

emphasis on discipline and holistic support policies. To understand the landscape of our policy issue, 

we conducted a literature review, analyzed publicly available data, interviewed key stakeholders in Los 

Angeles County, and utilized LAUSD as a case study for implementing RJ practices. We then created 

evidence-based policy options for improving the wellness of Black girls who attend LACOE schools. 

We also aimed to address existing educational outcome disparities that came up in our findings. We 

then evaluated each of these policy options based on five criteria that reflects the priorities of our 

client and balances the needs of various educational stakeholders.  

 

Recognizing the relationship between the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors (LAC BOS) and 

LACOE, in addition to the preferences of our client, we narrowed our scope of analysis to LACOE 

schools. We also identified key individuals provided by our client who are specifically interacting with 

populations of girls disparately represented in justice-involvement. From that point, we used the 

snowball method discussed in detail below to recruit additional interviewees. 

 

To ensure the voice of youth without over-burdening this vulnerable group, we spoke to a few leaders 

from the Youth Justice Work Group. The Youth Justice Work Group was created in August 2019, by 

the LAC BOS to explore the transitioning of the LACõs juvenile justice system out of the Probation 

Department into another agency, with the goal of creating a transformative, health-focused, and care-

first system.58 This group developed a report in collaboration with 50 participating organizations and 

institutions, 29 participating government agencies, and 12 local foundations leading in the child welfare 

and justice space.59 

 

Qualitative Data Sources & Methodology: 

Qualitative data collection was in the form of stakeholder interviews conducted by our group, and in 

partnership with the Youth Justice workgroup. Our client identified school disciplinary policies (i.e., 

suspension) as an area of interest and significant concern for its contribution to the school-to-prison 

pipeline. Through client and group member contacts, we reached out to a broad sample of LACOE 

schools to obtain school disciplinary policies for analysis. We also conducted qualitative interviews 

and surveys with school contacts to determine if any care-based approaches exist in lieu of school 

suspension and expulsion. 

 

We examined school discipline and support policies in LAC to help explain the differences in 

discipline outcomes by race and gender. We conducted interviews with stakeholders throughout LA 

county as seen in Figure 6. For school-based staff we focused on those employed at LACOE and 

LAUSD. 

 
58 W. Haywood Burns Institute & Youth Justice Working Group, òLos Angeles County: Youth Justice Reimagined,ó 
(October, 2020), 11, https://lacyouthjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Youth-Justice-Reimagined-1.pdf, 
Hereafter abbreviated YJR.   
59 YJR, 6.  

https://lacyouthjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Youth-Justice-Reimagined-1.pdf
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Interview guides for each of the populations are included in Appendix 2. They were created by 

informational interviews with individuals who have a background in education to better understand 

the K-12 LACOE landscape. Our interview guide consisted of a total of 25 questions with four focus 

areas: background, individual role within a school system, holistic support, and potential policy 

solutions. In addition to interview guide answers, we were also responsive to findings shared by 

interviewees. In these cases, our interview guide facilitated a productive conversation that allowed 

deviation when unexpected findings arose.   

 

We employed three qualitative strategies to sample a diverse and informed audience: 

1. Snowball sampling: We started conducting our interviews with client and personal contacts 

who were able to connect us with additional participants to build on our study.  

 

2. Sampling for range:  Due to the small sample size of our study and our time constraints, we 

utilized the connections our client made to interview stakeholders from different backgrounds. 

All interviewees had different points of interaction with young Black girls.  

 

3. Convenience sampling: We used LAUSD as a case study since there was available data on their 

implementation of RJ practices. This allowed us to analyze suspension and expulsion 
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outcomes once RJ was implemented at LAUSD. Additionally, we leveraged our experiences 

as former and current educators to interview LAUSD teachers. 

 

Quantitative Data Sources and Methodology 

The client requested that our project encompass the LACOE geographic jurisdiction. Policy analysis 

included quantitative and qualitative data analysis. Existing quantitative data offered insight into 

student demographics, graduation rate, dropout rate, and suspensions to allow for intersectional 

analysis for girls of color. Specific information regarding adopted school disciplinary policies and the 

existence of holistic support was investigated through quantitative interviews and review of public 

facing materials.  
 

We conducted a review of publicly available quantitative data to understand how school discipline 

leads to increased suspension and graduation trends by race and gender. Specifically, we looked at 

schools within the LAUSD and LACOE using the following quantitative data: 

 

 ʾ DataQuest 2018-2019: The California Department of Educationõs website publicly displays 

data regarding students, teachers, and schools in California.  

 ̔ This data set allows analysis by both race and gender, but does not allow access to the 

source data for further independent analysis.  

 ̔ We used this dataset to present summary statistics for LACOE and LAUSD girls in 

grades 9-12. 

 

 ʾ EdData 2018-2019:  The website displays multiple datasets including suspension data from 

California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS) and school dropout 

data from Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR) and Outcome Data.  

 ̔ These datasets are available for independent analysis. 

 ̔ We pulled all schools within LACOE with enrolled girls who had publicly available 

data and presented summary statistics for the following schools.  

 ̔ For a list of LACOE high schools that provide education to girls (Appendix 3). This 

includes charter, non-charter, and justice involved schools (camps).   

 

Limitations 

Quantitative data made available through the state of California Department of Education is limited 

by a time delay. The data presented was collected pre-COVID-19. The data is suppressed when the 

sample size is small. There are times when data is unavailable for specific schools or racial groups, 

particularly Indigenous girls. Justice involved minors are a vulnerable group, therefore we did not have 

the opportunity to interview these important stakeholders directly. We interviewed representatives 

from the YJW to uplift the youth voice and their policy recommendations for holistic care. We were 

also limited by a small sample size of interview participants.  
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Finding #1: Suspensions in LACOE have been increasing overall  

We accessed data through EdData to summarize the suspension rates of LACOE across years 2015-

2020. The rates and quantity of suspensions are increasing for girls.  

 

Figure 7 reflects data from the California Department of Education by way of EdData.60 This data 

includes all schools directly under the LACOE control (Appendix 4). There are 34 schools under 

direct control of LACOE. LACOE also provides recommendations and has oversight over 80 LAC 

school districts.  

 

Figure 7: All LACOE School Suspensions Count 

  2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 

Total Students Suspended 991 1,120 1,198 1,401 N/A  

Female Students 

Suspended Count 
149 151 169 213 N/A  

Total Students Suspended: 

% Female Students 
15.04% 13.48% 14.11% 15.20% N/A  

Total Enrolled: % Female 

Students Suspended 
3% 3.4% 3.6% 4.4% N/A  

  

From this limited data (2015-2020), we see that overall suspensions have been increasing within 

LACOE managed schools. For students listed as female, the proportion of the suspensions has not 

decreased but rather remained relatively constant at ~15%. Furthermore, the percentage of girls by 

enrollment who receive at least one suspension has increased from 3% to 4.4% over the same time 

period. Although changes are not drastic, these findings are still concerning because they identify 

maintenance of the status quo. Additionally, the increased rate of suspensions may reflect increased 

behavioral needs and should be addressed with policies targeting those needs.  

 

5@=F QGM @9N= >=O=J KLM<=FLK FGO ɗAF * !-# ;9EHKɘȸ L@= KLM<=FLK L@9L O=ɃJ=

getting have more complex behavioral... needs and so that has 

:==FȷȷȷKGE=L@AF? L@9L O=ɃN= KLJM??D=< OAL@ȷ F< 9?9AFȸ ALɃK FGL GF L@= KA<= G>

L@= KLM<=FLKȸ ALɃK GF L@= KA<= G> L@= 9<MDLKȷ ɗ5=ɃJ=ɘ J=9DDQ LJQAF? LG MF<=JKL9F<

 
60 Education Data (EdData) Partnership, òLos Angeles Unified District Summary,ó http://www.ed-
data.org/district/Los-Angeles/Los-Angeles-Unified, Hereafter abbreviated ED. 

http://www.ed-data.org/district/Los-Angeles/Los-Angeles-Unified
http://www.ed-data.org/district/Los-Angeles/Los-Angeles-Unified
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those complex needs and how to address them and so PBIS [Positive 

 =@9NAGJ9D 'FL=JN=FLAGF 9F< 1MHHGJLɘȸ DAC= ' K9A<ȸ O=ɃN= KL9JL=< L@9Lȷ 

         XXXX Interview Spring 2021 

 

This participant spoke to the complex behavioral needs for girls in probation camps. While probation 

camps in LACOE are incorporating Positive Behavior Intervention and Support (PBIS) to address 

these needs, the suspension rates have been uptrending as described above.  

 

 

Finding #2: A significant portion of girls enrolled in LACOE schools are suspended for 

ӑ4AGD=FL 'F;A<=FLK ӦOAL@GMLAFBMJQӧӒ 9F< ӑ"=>A9F;=Ӓ61 

 

The graph below (Figure 8), shows that LACOE high school girls are mainly suspended for 
òdefianceó or òviolent incident (no injury)ó during 2018-2019. 62 This graph delineates all the reasons 
listed for suspension.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
61 LACOE DataQuest, ò2012-13 Suspension Rate: Los Angeles Unified Report Disaggregated by Ethnicity,ó California 
Department of Education, 
https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/dqCensus/DisSuspRate.aspx?cds=1964733&agglevel=District&year=2012-
13&initrow=Eth&ro=y, Hereafter abbreviated DQ.  
62 DQ. 

https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/dqCensus/DisSuspRate.aspx?cds=1964733&agglevel=District&year=2012-13&initrow=Eth&ro=y
https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/dqCensus/DisSuspRate.aspx?cds=1964733&agglevel=District&year=2012-13&initrow=Eth&ro=y
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Many participants who work at schools commented on how schools often respond to studentsõ 
frustrations with disciplinary actions, like suspensions. A schoolteacher shared an example of a student 
who threw a basketball at no one specifically, yet was facing suspension for òviolence.ó 
 

We're about two weeks before graduation. And [the student] did not get along 

OAL@ L@AK L=9;@=J L@= O@GD= Q=9Jȷ F< ' C=HL L=DDAF? ɗL@= KLM<=FLɘȸ ɂ = ;GGDȷɃ 2@=

teacher would get on the megaphone and taunt this child, which is terrible. I 

J=HGJL=< ALȸ :ML ɗL@= L=9;@=Jɘ O9K DAC=ȸ ɂ-@ȸ 'ɀE BMKL CA<<AF?ȷ ' <G AL LG 9DD L@=

CA<KȷɃ  ML @= G:NAGMKDQ <A<FɀL DAC= L@AK ;@AD<ȷ 

So, the kid got really mad, took a basketball and chucked it, not at anyone just 

at the field, as hard as [they] could. The teacher reported [the student] to the 

"=9Fȷ 2@= "=9F O9K ?GAF? LG KMKH=F< ɗL@= KLM<=FLɘȷ F< ' O9K DAC=ȸ ɂɗ2@=

student] didn't hurt anybody. What else can [the student] do to express [their] 

feelings? [The student] doesn't know how to process [their] feelings. Look at 

L@AK CA<ɀK DA>=ȷ ɗ2@= KLM<=FLɘ <A<FɀL @9N= 9 EG<=D AF ɗL@=AJɘ DA>=ȷɃ 

         XXXY Interview Spring 2021 
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Figure 8: 2018-2019 Suspensions by Subtype LACOE 

High School Girls






































































